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Abstract 
Tourism is a global phenomenon and tour operators in South Africa should have innovative marketing information systems so that 
they can make informed managerial decisions.  Access to marketing environmental information is indicated as imperative to 
business success, especially for a business concern involved in a global domain.  An innovative marketing information system as a 
management tool for South African tour operators is the focus of this study and this is based on a proposed conceptual framework 
of such a system. 
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1. Introduction 
A tour operation could be an affluent establishment within the global domain of tourism.  However, affluence is 
conditional!  Tour operators need a collage of tools to manage their tour operations and to contemplate probable 
actions which will enable them to surmount their marketing strategic planning gap.  One of the essential tools is a 
state-of-the-art marketing information system (MkIS), enabling tour operators to be conversant regarding the 
intermittent global business environment, as well as the dynamic disposition of its target market(s).  Undoubtedly, 
South African tour operators will be in a better position to make management and marketing decisions if only they 
could indulge in making informed decisions.  However, it is not conducive to business success if tour operators 
attempt to obtain, maintain, and build business success in the ferociously competitive global domain of tourism 
without having access to desperately needed topical information. 
 
Yale and Marqua, 2010).  Tourism is characterized by a dynamic conglomeration of five interrelated industries (also 
known as the components or sectors of tourism) serving the ever-changing needs of tourists.  The five sectors of 
tourism are: attractions, accommodation, transportation, travel organizers and intermediaries, and lastly the destination 
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ennett, 2000; Middleton, Fyall and Morgan, 2009; Cook et al., 2010).  Tour 
operators, the focus of this study, form part of travel organizers and intermediaries.  The business environment of tour 
operators is multifaceted, due to the nature of tourism, adding to the immensity of strategic management decision-
making in the tour operating domain.  In succession to the five particular but interrelated sectors of tourism tour 
operators need to oversee an extended marketing mix (up to 10 Ps instead of the traditional 4 Ps) (Lovelock and Wirtz, 
2011), the special characteristics of services marketing and the specific features of tourism as a service (George, 2012; 
Wilson, Zeithaml, Bitner, and Gremler, 2012), the global competitiveness amongst international destinations, the 
multi-layered dynamic business and marketing environment which includes the perpetual changing character of 
consumer behavior, and also the escalating velocity of innovation, especially technology.  The influences and severity 
of all these factors necessitate that tour operators contemplate exploiting innovative marketing information systems, 
should they aspire capitalizing on their marketing information systems as a management tool for decision-making 
purposes. 
 
Tour operations are mostly small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), referred to as small, medium and micro 
the main carriers of technology innovation and technology transformation, and [also] the main force of technological 
restructure and upgrade their business concerns, as well as to improve their competitiveness within the global arena of 
 in the direction 
of tour operations as global service providers. 
 
The affiliation between tour operating, innovation, and information technology embraces dispersing disciplines 
unable of being covered in one single paper or presentation.  The focus of this paper is set on an innovative marketing 
information system tour operators in South Africa can use as a management tool for decision-making.  Introducing the 
research topic establish the milieu for this paper.  This is followed by an overview of the literature applicable to tour 
operating, innovation, and information technology in terms of information systems.  This is followed by an exposition 
of the research methodology followed, a presentation of the results obtained, a discussion with the presentation of the 
conceptual framework of a proposed innovative MkIS.  The paper terminates with a final conclusion. 
 
2. Literature Review 
Tour operating as a business discipline dates back to 1841 and developed into a sophisticated modern-day business 
science.  However, market sophistication and market maturity took place at a faster rate, in comparison to tour 
 to their tourism offerings.  This caused many tour operators to become trapped in the 1990s with 
mass-marketing, which was (and still is) no longer relevant to the needs and preferences of modern-day consumers, 
 tour operators that are keeping tour operators in 
business, and not so much their strategic marketing models.  This emphasizes how imperative marketing information 
system innovation is for tour operators.  Technological innovation brought about customization.  This on its own is a 
considerable force tour operators need to provide for and incorporate into their business and marketing models, 
strategies, and tactical operations. 
 
The foundation of business prosperity for a tour operation is entrenched in business and marketing planning 
(strategic and tactical).  This is a systematic process consisting of analysis, planning, implementation, and also 
monitoring (George, 2012).  The focus of strategic planning, according to Kotler, Bowen and Makens (2010) and 
Ko
and maintaining a sustainable competitive advantage (Grewal and Levy, 2012).  However, planning should be flexible 
enough to provide for unforeseen circumstances (Middleton et al., 2009) and this is specifically relevant to the 
dynamic global domain of tourism and tour operating.  Tour operators have only one tool that would enable them to 
materialize the focus of strategic planning  an innovative and sophisticated marketing information system.  Swink, 
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nature, and this engross the innovation of a marketing information system.  Now only will tour operators be enabled to 
enhance their strategic competence
(Gillespie and Hennessey, 2011), the nucleus of international tourism and tour operating. 
 
(Laudon and Laudon, 2000)  It wa
implies that information did and will continue to be essential for the survival and success of tour operators within the 
developed a framework for information technology (IT) readiness and tour operators make us of this to obtain a solid 
basis to engage in successful IT projects such as an innovative information system.  The escalating evolution of 
n in real 
 
 
relatively stable models of growth were in place and strategic marketing was very much 
changes and management now needs to adapt to faster changing markets.  The magnitude of strategic business and 
marketing planning for tour operators in its entirety is extensive and only the information requirements of tour 
operators faced with managerial and marketing-related decision-making is incorporated.  This concerns the liability of 
assigning resources to strategic business units (SBUs) and also planning new business.  Whether tour operators use the 
Boston Consulting Group growth-share matrix and/or the market attractiveness-competitive-position portfolio 
classification of the General Electric Model, they need to make decisions that will determine the future of their 
e, Tung and Ritchie, 2011).  The magnitude of these decisions is dictatorial to the fact that these 
decisions have to be informed decisions.  To complicate matters, tour operators are faced with planning new business 
and this is referred to as surmounting the strategic planning gap. 
 
Conquering the strategic planning gap can be achieved by implementing appropriate strategies at the appropriate 
time, as determined by available resources and competencies in the life-cycle of a tour operation as a business 
enterprise.  The strategic planning gap is partitioned into three consecutive divisions.  These are: intensive growth, 
integrative growth, and lastly, diversification growth (Kotler, 2010).  T -Market Expansion Grid is 
a recommended model for planning intensive growth strategically.  Intensive growth consists of four sub-steps and 
these are market penetration, market development, product development, and diversification (Middleton et al., 2009; 
Kotler et al., 2010; George, 2012).  Only once all intensive growth opportunities are depleted and threats provide for 
then a tour operator can proceed to attempt, secondly, integrative growth (backward, forward, and horizontal 
integration).  This is then followed by, thirdly, diversification growth (concentric, horizontal, and conglomerate 
diversification), according to Kotler et al. (2010).  Now only can it be said that a tour operator succeeded in 
surmounting the strategic planning gap.  But, in addition to this process is downsizing older businesses, which is 
especially relevant to the dynamic nature of global tourism.  For example, large groups and mass tourism is being 
substituted by foreign individual tourists (FITs) who prefer and require their own customized itineraries and concierge 
travel service (Puk, 2013). 
 
The subsequent managerial activity demanding consideration is taking cognizance of the wellbeing of every 
and every offering.  An additional liability aggravating the managerial responsibility of a tour operator is considering 
and implementing profitable service strategies that will contribute towards materializing a pre-emptive position in the 
market.  This is in addition to business, marketing and offering (product) portfolio strategic planning.  Four service 
strategies recommended by Lovelock and Wirtz (2011) are: relationship and loyalty programs; complaint handling and 
service recovery; improving service quality and productivity; and also striving for service leadership. 
 
Tour operators are confronted with decision-making which could have extensive impacts and a tool tour operators 
could make use of to diminish the risk-element incorporated into decision-making is an innovative marketing 
information system (MkIS).  An elementary MkIS consists of two data components and these are everyday or routine 
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data, and special purpose data, according to Martins, Loubser and Van Wyk (1996) and Tustin, Ligthelm, Martins and 
Van Wyk (2005).  Tour operating is influenced by a multitude of variables and thus requires a more extensive MkIS.  
The model of an extensive MkIS proposed by Tustin et al. (2005) corresponds only with the components of the 
e Kotler (1997; 2010) and Kotler, Bowen and Makens (1999; 2003; 2006, 
2010) model.  The MkIS model was adapted and refined by Cant, Strydom, Jooste and Du Plessis (2006) to reflect the 
implementation of information technology into the marketing information system.  However, tour operators in South 
Africa use computer technology mainly for retrieving data and for communication purposes (responding to enquiries) 
whilst more advanced uses of technology hardly feature (Potgieter, de Jager and Van Heerden, 2012).  This is in 
ICT [information and communications technology] applications, and devote their time and effort to take advantage of 
new technol  
 
Bo and Qiuyan (2012) profess that 
should be aimed for.  Tourism and all involved stand to benefit 
should tour operators and role players in South and southern Africa deliberate the unification of forces and resources 
through establishing strategic partnerships. 
 
3. Research methodology 
A narrative of the research methodology followed for the purpose of this study is provided below. 
 
3.1. Research Goal 
Marketing information systems and tour operating are vast disciplines in their own rights.  The aim of this study is 
to propose a conceptual framework of an innovative marketing information system which would grant tour operators 
with access to the marketing environment information they need to be able to make strategic and tactical management 
and marketing decisions.  The specific objectives of this paper are to: firstly, acquire a better understanding of who the 
tour operators in South Africa (the research population) are; secondly, to obtain insight into the types of information 
systems used by tour operators; and lastly, to propose a conceptual framework of an innovated marketing information 
system (MkIS) for tour operators in South Africa. 
 
3.2. Research process 
A quantitative descriptive Web-based survey was undertaken for the first time ever amongst tour operators in South 
Africa.  The research population was tour operators.  A population frame was constructed and sorted in alphabetical 
order from various published and electronic sources especially for the purpose of this study due to the absence of an 
all-encompassing record of tour operators in South Africa.  The following parameters were set for selecting sample 
units during the course of the survey: (1) only tour operations within the political borders of South Africa were 
included; (2) the tour operation must be operational; and (3) the tour operation must be using an information system. 
 
Tour operators in South Africa are geographically widely dispersed.  The most suitable way of ensuring that all are 
included as potential sample units was by means of a Web-based electronic questionnaire, as recommended by Tustin 
et al. (2005).  QuestionPro.com was used as an on-line real-time research tool.  The entire survey process was 
designed, activated, and managed on-line with QuestionPro.com.  The survey commenced with an invitation E-mail 
that was dispatched to selected sample units.  The sample size was 1 000 successfully delivered questionnaires, as per 
licensing agreement.  Sample unites were selected on a convenience sampling method from the population frame.  
More sample units were continuously added as invitation E-mails bounced (returned as unsuccessfully delivered) until 
1 000 invitations were successfully delivered.  The original invitation E-mail was followed up with only two reminder 
E-mails to non-responders.  The questionnaire was viewed by 360 tour operators and the completion rate achieved was 
42.45%.  Six valuable sponsored incentives, which could not influence the type or quality of the responses recorded or 
breach any ethical requirements, were provided as an endeavor to increase the response rate. 
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3.3. Research instrument 
A Web-based on-line questionnaire was designed with QuestionPro.com.  A hyperlink to the questionnaire was 
imbedded into the invitation E-mail.  The questionnaire was activated when a prospective respondent clicked on the 
hyperlink.  Responses were recorded on-line into a database.  The questionnaire commenced with obtaining the 
The questionnaire was constructed in such a way that various sections dealt with various aspects about the research 
topic.  There was only one mandatory response besides obtaining voluntary consent  must have an information 
page.  Responding to every following question in the questionnaire was 
All responses were captured into a database before they were subjected to statistical tests for interpretation purposes. 
 
4. Research results 
Following is a presentation of the research results obtained after the data was subjected to uni-variate descriptive 
and inferential analyses (Chi- entized Range (HSD) Test, and the Practical 
Statistical Significant Test). 
 
4.1. Composition of the research population 
The questionnaire contained a series of questions to facilitate understanding the composition of the tour operators 
who participated in this survey in terms of the following three descriptors: type of tour operation; size of the tour 
operation; and the number of years in existence.  A fourth descriptor served as qualifier: do/do not have an information 
system.  The results are indicated in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 Description of research population 
 
Descriptor Frequency (%) Mean Standard deviation Variance 
Type of tour operation: 
 Domestic 
 Incoming 
 Outgoing 
 Other 
 
10.1 
69.7 
15.6 
  4.6 
2.16 0.65 0.43 
Size of tour operation: 
 Small (up to 5 staff) 
 Medium (6-10 staff) 
 Large (11+ staff) 
 
61.4 
20.9 
17.7 
1.56 0..78 0.60 
Years in existence: 
 Up to 5 years 
 6-10 years 
 11-15 years 
 16+ years 
 
31.05 
31.05 
18.7 
19.2 
2.26 1.10 1.20 
Information system in use: 
 Yes 
 No 
 
59.6 
40.4 
1.40 0.49 0.24 
 
Most of the business generated by tour operators in South Africa stems from the international incoming market 
(69.7%) and tour operators operate mostly from small business operations (61.4% with up to five staff members) and 
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they have been in business for equally up to five years and for between six and ten years (31.05% in both cases).  A 
substantial percentage, 59.6%, of the respondents indicated that they do have a computerized information system. 
 
Further statistical tests were conducted to determine if there are any statistically significant differences between the 
different types of tour operations, the different sizes of the tour operation businesses and also the number of years in 
existence in terms of whether tour operators in South Africa do have an information system.  No such differences were 
detected seeing that all Chi-Square results, p-values, and also the Exact test values were all larger than 0,05.  
 
The above description of the composition of the research population provides only an understanding of who the 
respondents of this survey are.  It cannot be generalized that this composition applies to the entire tour operating 
industry in South Africa. 
 
4.2. Type of information system used 
Tour operators were requested to indicate the type of information system in use in their tour operations and the 
responses received are indicated in Figure 1 and the statements used for the purpose of this question is indicated below 
the figure. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Statements: 
1. A management information system (MIS) that provides sufficient information so that I know what is happening in the business 
environment which enables us to provide useful products and services to our customers, and I can make informed decisions that will 
enable us to accomplish our goals. 
2.  A marketing information system (MkIS) which is a combination of related information to support my marketing decision-making and 
control in the tour operation.  Our MkIS analyses problems, visualise complicated situations and problems, and contribute towards 
creating new products. 
3.  A combined marketing and information system that stores and processes data to provide meaningful information in an organized and 
purposeful manner. 
4.  An information system (I am not sure what it is or what it does). 
 
Figure 1 Type of information system in use 
 
Figure 1 illustrates that the majority of tour operators who participated in this survey do make use of an information 
system, although 38.7% indicated that they are not sure what system it is or what it does, 33.9% indicated that they 
have a combined marketing and management information system, 27.4% indicated that they use a management 
information system (MIS) and 0.0% indicated that they are using a marketing information system (MkIS). 
 
The data set was subjected to further statistical testing to determine if there are any statistically significant 
differences between the type of tour operation, the size of the tour operation and the number of years the in existence 
as determinants of the type of information systems used by tour operators.  No statistically significant differences were 
detected seeing that all Chi-Square results, p-values, and also the Exact test values were all larger than 0,05. 
 
 
 
0 20 40 60 80 100
MIS MkIS Combination Unsure
33.9% n=2127.4% n=17 38.7% n=24
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5. Conceptual framework of an innovative MkIS for tour operators 
The composition of tour operators in South Africa indicate that tour operation enterprises deals with international 
incoming tourists and that these business enterprises are mostly small in size (with up to five staff members), as well 
as that these tour operators have been in business for up to five years and between six and ten years.  This may mean 
that South African tour have not yet established themselves as big and successful enterprises and they will therefore 
not be in a position to make substantial capital investments into sophisticated and comprehensive information systems, 
which also call for highly skilled system administrators.  It became evident from this study that South African tour 
operators do make use of information systems on a personal computer with electronic spreadsheets.  This could also 
be ascribed to the composition description of tour operators in South Africa.  Two recommendations can be made in 
this regard. 
 
Firstly, that tour operators and information system designers and developers consult on a regular basis and find 
solutions to the information needs of tour operators as small business owners.  This includes training (skills 
development) and software support services.  However, it is not possible to solve all the information needs of tour 
operators within a short time-span.  This calls for building long-term relationships between tour operators and system 
designers, because information needs change over time. 
 
Secondly, the establishment an innovative information system operating from a central location on a national basis 
should be explored.  Such a system can have a ripple-effect and incorporate all the sectors of tourism, as well as other 
related concern not only in South Africa but be extended to incorporate all member countries of the Southern African 
developing Communities (SADC).  Unifying the forces and resources of various entities will ultimately be beneficial 
to a wider industry and area, beyond just tour operators.  However, it is important that the tourism role-players in 
South and southern Africa firstly make use of a performance measurement framework for measuring the innovation 
capability and its possible effects, such as the framework proposed by Saunil and Ukko (2011), before undertaking a 
developmental project of this magnitude.  Two critical service innovation characteristics that would need to be taken 
into consideration are: organizational innovation and the regulatory environment (Li, 2012) and cross-border 
cooperation and agreements would be dealt with by the Tourism Business Council of South Africa (TBCSA) and the 
Regional Tourism Organization Southern Africa (RETOSA), a division of SADC. 
 
These recommendations are based on interconnectivity and system integration because information and 
communications technology development make this possible.  This will then also broaden the range of internal and 
external information sources available to tour operators, as well as the accessibility of information about the micro 
marketing environment, the market environment, and also the macro marketing environment.  A proposed conceptual 
framework of an innovative marketing information system for South/southern African tour operators is illustrated in 
Figure 2. 
 
This conceptual framework is based on providing tour operators with information on all four of the components of 
a classical marketing information system.  These are internal records, marketing intelligence, marketing research and 
lastly information analysis.  This proposed conceptual framework incorporates comprehensive information of both the 
domestic and international environments to ensure that tour operators are at all times knowledgeable concerning the 
dynamics of the major forces shaping tourism as a global service. 
 
6. Conclusion 
South African tour operators do not currently make use of information systems to provide them with market and 
marketing-related information for management and marketing decision-
information systems do not enable them to utilize this type of information.  Tour operators view an information 
position to manage their business enterprises and its growth over the long term.  Tour operators would also be able to 
provide consumers with need-satisfying offerings, should they have an innovative information system as a 
management tool. 
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Figure 2 Conceptual framework of an innovative MkIS for tour operators 
 
The major limitation experienced was that this was a pioneering study undertaken in South Africa only and it was 
limited to only tour operators.  It would be ideal if this study could be extended to encompass all the sectors of tourism 
in South Africa, and also incorporate all the SADC member countries so that a collective effort can be made to 
establish a collaborative tourism-related information system to the benefit of all in sub-Sahara Africa.  A fundamental 
Egea (2011) amongst all parties involved.  However, risk balancing is important and James (2010) indicates that the 
p
(Ziegenfuss, 2011). 
 
An innovative information system operating from a central location on a national (South Africa) and regional 
(southern Africa) basis transcends the strategic and tactical management and marketing decision-making taking place 
within any given business enterprise.  Such an undertaking should ideally incorporate the industries from all five of 
the components of tourism, as well as the member countries of the SADC.  The ideal would be a collective 
 
experiences and lasting memories.  The challenge is influencing tour operators and all involved in tourism in South 
and southern Africa to embrace the conceptual framework of an innovative information system for tourism. 
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